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Towards an ethics of intermediality: text, intertext and identification in La Dentellière 
 
 
During the 1980s, critics associated with the Cahiers du cinéma examined the use of painting 
in films. This was part of an attempt to revitalise auteurism in the face of a cinema 
increasingly influenced by Hollywood. 1 The principal focus of their investigation was 
Godard’s Passion (France, 1982) in which there are very explicit and elaborate recreations of 
a variety of paintings. The focus of this paper will be on a film which recreates paintings in a 
less explicit and sustained manner, and will attempt to account for the effect that this may 
have on the spectator. 
 
Pascal Lainé published his short novel La Dentellière in 1974. It is the story of a lower-class 
girl, working as an assistant in a hairdresser’s salon, who is picked up by a young upper-class 
student while on holiday. They live together for a while, but he eventually dumps her, 
claiming that she is too passive and unresponsive. The twist in the tale is that the novel’s final 
chapter, which turns into a first-person narrative, reveals to the reader that the novel has been 
written by the student, who has, Pygmalion-like, used the girl as a subject to constitute his 
identity as a ‘writer’. Any guilt he might have felt about what he had done to Pomme, as she 
is called, would be idealized, or, as the novel puts it ironically, his inability to understand 
Pomme would be transformed by becoming a work of art. 2 The novel is thus very 
consciously ‘feminist’, coming only two years after the beginning of the post-1968 French 
feminist movement, and published in the same year as a sociological treatise on the condition 
of women by Lainé (Lainé 1974).  
 
The novel’s form is congruent with the fictional author’s education, displaying all the 
hallmarks of cultural capital. The text is playfully self-referential, with, most obviously, a 
narrative bifurcation where the reader is asked to envisage two possible versions of events 
(Lainé 1981: 76). The omniscient narrator passes ironic judgements, Stendhal-like, on the 
characters, 3 while at other times, in modernist mode, he claims, for example, not to know 
where the characters live exactly, 4 or not to know what they are thinking. There are frequent 
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references to cultural icons, most obviously, as the title indicates, painting, 5 as well as 
complex pastiches of different literary and popular written forms. Thus, the fact that the 
holiday occurs in Cabourg coupled with the references to Vermeer, suggests very strongly a 
Proustian intertext, as explained by Michael Tilbey (Lainé 1981: 129-30). These jostle, inter 
alia, with often extended pastiches of heterogeneous texts: a motor accident report (Lainé 
1981: 115-16), a tourist brochure (Lainé 1981: 88-89), and the kind of romantic story found 
in some women’s magazines (Lainé 1981: 52).  
 
Lainé adapted the novel for a film directed by Claude Goretta (France, 1977) which launched 
the career of Isabelle Huppert. Much of the playfulness of the novel disappears. There are no 
narrative pastiches, no alternative version of events. On the other hand, high-cultural 
references remain, although generally writerly references change to painterly references. The 
implicit references to Proust, for example, are less obvious. The title of the film, and the fact 
that the holiday is in Cabourg, as was the case for the novel, should have put spectators in 
mind of Proust; but the fact that we are dealing with a visual rather than written text obscures 
the reference. Indeed, what is considerably more obvious are references to Renoir, both the 
Impressionist father, Auguste, and the filmmaker son, Jean. These do not appear in the novel; 
in the film they are part of excursions organised by François. Aimery, as he is called in the 
novel, takes Pomme on a variety of excursions, patronisingly intended, as the novel makes 
explicit, to educate her. 6 They visit a chapel near the port of Honfleur, where Pomme reads 
the thanksgiving plaques of sailors. They also go to see the Bayeux Tapestry, and, finally, the 
cliffs between Villers and Houlgate. In the film, there are also three excursions, one to the 
cliffs, another to a First World War cemetery, and a third, to a country inn. It is here, 
approximately 45 minutes into film, that we are given the double Renoir reference, which is 
the focus of this paper.  
 
The reference to Auguste Renoir is explicit. It is important that it should be explicit, since it 
alerts even the most casual of spectators to the issue of cultural heritage. François, displaying 
his cultural capital, draws an analogy between the motorbikers sitting at a table playing chess 
and Renoir’s painting of boatmen: On dirait un tableau de Renoir, c’est presque la même 
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lumière, mais les canotiers se sont transformés en motocyclistes. Et ils jouent sagement aux 
échecs (Avant-Scène 1981: 22). 7 The girl at the table stands and runs to the distant swing, 
which, as if to emphasize the correctness of François’s comment, enacts the famous Renoir 
painting. 8 In addition to the explicit Auguste Renoir references, there is an implicit reference 
to Jean Renoir functioning in much the same way that Proust does in the novel. This is 
because of the country setting, which immediately evokes Renoir’s film adaptation of 
Maupassant’s short story, ‘Une Partie de campagne’ (Partie de campagne, France, 1936). 9 
 
The remainder of this paper will comment on the function of these changed intertextual 
references. The suggestion is that although both texts use similar high-cultural references 
(Vermeer and Proust for the novel; Vermeer and Renoir for the film), film’s capacity to enact 
a painting has important consequences for the position of the spectator. This changes the 
ideological force of the texts, even when both, at least in appearance, are predicated on a wish 
to explore the condition of women from a political and broadly feminist viewpoint. 
 
The first issue to consider is the extent to which the Renoir references function as a critique 
of the male character. As mentioned earlier, in general, cultural references in the film are 
painterly rather than writerly. One of the three excursions in the novel is to the cliffs, where 
the two characters admire the view, each responding according to their level of cultural 
capital. So, while Pomme says merely that the view is beautiful, Aimery quotes a line from 
Paul Valéry’s famous poem ‘Le Cimetière marin’. In the film, the high-cultural reference is 
transferred to a different excursion, and is a reference to a Renoir painting, ‘The Boatmen’. It 
still functions in the same way, however. It is intended to show the male character showing 
off. To underline this, the novel follows it with a dismissive and highly ironic omniscient 
comment, that Aimery’s response to the view was not much better than Pomme’s. 10  
 
Arguably, François’s reference to Renoir in the film resists a critique of François. We are 
never told explicitly, as we are in the novel, that François wishes to mould Pomme. The 
excursions are there to illustrate the gradual closeness of the two characters. Indeed, in their 
verbal exchanges just prior to this sequence, François is enquiring about Pomme, trying to 
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find out who she is, rather than moulding her, as the novel has it. 11 True, towards the film’s 
end we are told through the intermediary of two secondary characters not in the novel that 
François had behaved like an employer towards Pomme, or Béatrice as she is also known. 12 
But at this early point of their relationship in the film, no critique is evident. Rather, the two 
characters are both constructed sympathetically, quite unlike the novel’s ironic distancing 
from them. They fall naturally by virtue of the film’s genre into the stereotypical roles 
associated with romantic comedy. François’s gawkiness, in particular, could be construed as 
touchingly sympathetic. This is supported to some extent by what follows the Renoir 
comment, where François challenges a man who appears to be staring at Pomme, but who 
turns out to be an artist drawing her.  
 
The sequence moves away from the characters discovering each other to a more general focus 
on drawing as a metaphor for framing and identity. François challenges the artist Father-
figure in this Impressionist Garden of Eden for the metaphorical possession of Pomme, 
whose name means the apple, symbol of sexuality. This bid for possession is made clear by 
the exchange of images in front of the gates which follows. François has metaphorically 
imprisoned Pomme by taking her image, as the bars behind them emphasize, lugubriously 
echoing the white crosses of the cemetery they visit. It is further emphasized by the double 
framing of the two images, as Pomme subsequently looks at her image in the mirror and at 
her image in the drawing. We are to infer, as spectators, that she has passed from virginal 
childhood (much is made of this in both book and film) to the sexual maturity of 
womanhood, but at the price of losing her identity, since she is now François’s ‘other half’. 
François’s challenge to the artist clearly introduces notions of patriarchal possessiveness, but 
still, his embarrassed gawkiness arguably diminishes the possible critique. 
 
We might therefore conclude that whereas the novel’s cultural references and the comments 
associated with them encourage us to see Aimery as an oppressor from early on, nothing in 
the film is as explicit as that. We are merely to infer from the references and from the mise-
en-scène, through a veil of romantic comedy, that François is not doing the right thing. The 
novel suddenly appears very politically correct, and the film disappointingly anodine in its 
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critique. And yet it is the novel which is the self-destructive intellectual exercise; the film, 
although sentimental, seems in fact to be not just touching, but also a more astute critique of 
patriarchal oppression. 
 
This is because there is a difference between the two paintings. François compares the people 
sitting at the table to ‘The Luncheon Party’, but the likeness is not as strong as the second 
allusion to ‘The Swing’. Moreover, the swing is enacted, the painting comes alive, whereas 
the painting which François alludes to remains the static composition of the original, at least 
until the girl gets up. Once she gets up, movement is introduced, in a very obvious fast pan. It 
is a movement which will inform the dynamic version of ‘The Swing’, and which is lacking 
in the version of ‘The Luncheon Party ‘. This movement will be discussed below, but let us 
for the moment stay with the cultural allusions to see whether they might function as critiques 
of François, as they do in the novel. 
 
It is true that, unlike the Valéry quotation in the novel, there is in the film no ironic verbal 
comment, diminishing the stature of the character, nor explicit comments about François’s 
attitude to Pomme. The second painterly allusion, however, could be construed as a comment 
of sorts. We assume that both enactments are from François’s point of view. He is 
commenting on the first, the fast pan suggests that his gaze is following the girl, and indeed, 
when we do see his head, it is turned in her direction. He only talks about the first painting, 
however, and it is as if the second, particularly by virtue of its dynamic enactment, somehow 
escapes him. Indeed, the spectator’s gaze is drawn to the enactment in the background as 
François’s gaze is drawn to the gaze of another man. The spectator stays with the girl on the 
swing, while François abandons her, so as to try and capture the object of the gaze, Pomme. 
What is at issue, then, is the old question of where is the gaze, and who controls it. In the 
double Renoir reference, the woman in the end escapes François’s gaze, at the same time as 
he tries to trap another woman in it. The second Renoir allusion thus alerts us to the problem 
of the gaze. 
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A first point then is that whereas the novel uses verbal strategies to critique the hero and his 
possessiveness, the film, which could have done so, chooses to use painterly images. This is 
confirmed later in the film when François, yet again doing all the talking, breaks with 
Pomme. He is seen next to Fragonard’s ‘Inspiration’ as he complains that Pomme never asks 
for anything and he does not know what she expects from him, and then next to a drawing of 
a virginal young woman as he tells her that she is obviously bored. The paintings thus serve 
as a comment. François is being obliquely criticized for what he is doing to Pomme. He is 
using her as his muse, and she is as pure and blameless as an angel.  
 
Now, one of the problems with this position of woman as object of the predatory male gaze is 
that it constructs the binary of man-as-word, or Logos, and woman-as-image, Physis, 
contained entirely in her body as surface without depth. This is precisely what the novel 
wrestles with. There are frequent comments about the way in which Pomme, ever silent, 13 is 
an enigma, an impenetrable object. 14 The novel seems to want to have its cake and eat it: to 
construct the woman as object of the gaze, vessel of male desire, and to critique this 
construction by saying that the object is in fact empty, just the evanescent locus of desire. 
Doesn’t this mean that the novel and the film operate more or less equally to undermine the 
male gaze ? but that both fail because they are caught in the old binaries ? 
 
A second point will be that this is not the case, and it should prove that the film is more astute 
in its critique. This is in part due to the fact that we identify as spectators in a more immediate 
relationship to the actors’ bodies, who are no longer, particularly in Pomme’s case, an 
abstract, almost geometrical formulation of male desire. Interesting though this aspect of the 
visual is, it is on a second issue connected with the visual field that we should focus. That is 
the insistence on painting, which, let us remember, could have been avoided in the 
adaptation. The body is there by default in film; in that respect the difference between the two 
issues is that the body consists whereas painting in this case insists. 
 
This insistence implicates us as spectators more obviously in what might be called the crime 
of the gaze. If we recognize the second Renoir picture, ‘The Swing’, we are effectively 
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placed in the same hegemonic position as François, as possessors of a cultural capital which 
Pomme lacks. This confirms what spectatorship film theory has always claimed, that the film 
apparatus puts us in the same position as the Lacanian mirror stage, where we identify 
ourselves with the image in the mirror, misrecognizing that image as an ideal ego.  
 
But there is more. If we recognize the second painting, we exceed any cultural competence 
we might have wished to ascribe to François, because we haven’t missed the trick that he 
does. Maybe we could assume that he recognizes the second painting, but he certainly does 
not comment on it, despite the fact that it is a better likeness of the Renoir, and therefore a 
better example to quote to Pomme. We are not really in the same position as he is, then. We 
are in fact superior to him, we are better than him, we judge him. We are, effectively, at this 
point thrown backwards, in a centrifugal movement of detachment as it were, towards the 
same position as the omniscient narrator of the novel, who comments ironically on the 
characters’ lack of self-knowledge. Not only are we no better than him, to quote Lainé. We 
are actually worse, morally speaking; we are subscribing to a more intense version of his 
hegemony. We, unlike him, have recognized both paintings, not just one.  
 
The painting has effectively trapped spectators in a kind of meta-identification, where we 
both are and are not François. His name, changed from Aimery in the novel to François, 
makes him ‘the Frenchman’. To the extent that we identify ourselves with him, then, we are 
anybody and everybody. What is common to both of these positions is that spectators stand 
accused, or rather they see themselves, since they both are and are not François, they see 
themselves accused of the same wrongs as François. Spectators thus articulate the Lacanian 
split subject who, as Lacan puts it, symbolizes son propre trait évanouissant et punctiforme 
dans l’illusion de la conscience de se voir se voir, où s’élide le regard (Lacan 1973: 79). 15 
 
The function of the double Renoir reference actualizes a split which throws us into question 
both morally and structurally. But there is still more, in the sense that we are at the same time 
thrown into a further stage. In the same section of the Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psychoanalysis, Lacan talks about painting, and particularly about anamorphosis as a special 
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case. Here, he points out how painting acts as what he calls a dompte-regard, a taming of the 
gaze, which he explains by saying that celui qui regarde est toujours amené par la peinture à 
poser bas son regard (Lacan 1973: 100), 16 or, perhaps more precisely, tout tableau est un 
piège à regard. Dans quelque tableau que ce soit, c’est précisément à chercher le regard en 
chacun de ses points que vous le verrez disparaître (Lacan 1973: 103). 17 Anamorphosis is an 
extreme form of this. What attracts us in anamorphosis is the trompe-l’oeil, the fact that the 
representation apparaît à ce moment-là comme autre chose que ce qu’il se donnait, ou plutôt 
il se donne maintenant comme étant cet autre chose (Lacan 1973: 103). 18 Bonitzer suggests 
that its equivalent in film is the plan-tableau, the shot based on a painting, of which the two 
Renoir references are examples. What attracts us as spectators, he says, is the sudden 
separation within the illusion of reality between the shot and the painterly composition. That 
separation is introduced by the movement of the camera, just as in painting the spectator has 
to shift the gaze so as to see the anamorphosis (Bonitzer 1985: 34). It is in that sense that 
Bonitzer can say that movement in the cinema is not only physical, but moral, because it 
gives the lie to an illusory pseudo-reality. 19 
 
This effect is more obvious in films like Godard’s Passion, or Jarman’s Caravaggio (UK, 
1986). Nevertheless, even here, arguably, the effect is moral. We could therefore see 
François’s interchange with the artist in a more negative light than might have been suggested 
earlier. His gawkiness is less likely to attract us, irrespective of whether we may feel 
antipathy towards him, because we have been gradually detached by the tableaux vivants. 
First we were trapped in mutual cultural back-scratching by the first tableau vivant, a looking 
with François. This is confirmed by the second tableau vivant, which thus closes the trap 
tighter. But that confirmation at the same moment mutates into looking down at François, a 
first detachment. And, still at the same moment, we move from a looking down to a looking 
away from François as the movement of the camera destroys one tableau vivant so as to 
create another, in a spectacular high-cultural anamorphosis.  
 
I would like to stress the tripleness of this moment, where we at one and the same time look 
with, down and away. The jubilation, to use Lacan’s term, of this particular set of trompe-
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l’oeil is in this entrapment and exploding of the gaze, the moment when the gaze is tamed, as 
Lacan would have it, and at the same time expelled, exorbited. It is the critical moment, the 
moment of crisis in this film, when, to play on the word balançoire (swing) everything 
changes (tout balance).  
 
In the end, this paper might seem to propose very little, merely a change of identification 
effected by a camera movement. This might not seem like much more than a speck of dust on 
the surface of the film. But specks of dust lodged in the eye have a habit of scoring the 
surface, and irritating the eye until we are forced to look in the mirror, and see ourselves 
seeing ourselves. That change of identification is crucial to the way in which this film at least 
can be seen as more intelligently moral than the novel from which it was adapted. It is not 
just the fact that it is a film, and that we might identify more with the immediacy of the body 
than with the verbal pyrotechnics of the novel. It is also because of the moral impact of the 
tableaux vivants. In that sense, we could talk about an ethics of intermediality. The 
introduction of painterly references has manipulated spectatorial identification, repositioning 
us in ways that the written text, flashy and superficial in the most concrete sense of the word, 
simply cannot do. 20 
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1 See Powrie 1997: 38-39. 
2 Il ferait de Pomme ce qu’il en avait rêvé: une œuvre d’art (...). Il transfigurerait sa honte 
présente, et son petit remords: sa faiblesse deviendrait œuvre. Ce serait un moment d’intense 
émotion pour le lecteur (Lainé 1981: 119; Lainé’s emphasis). ‘He would make of Pomme 
what he had dreamt he would: a work of art. He would transfigure his present shame, and his 
hint of remorse: his weakness would become a work of art. It would be a moment of intense 
emotion for the reader.’ Translations are mine unless otherwise indicated. 
3 Bien sûr, Pomme n’allait pas jusqu’à se dire vraiment toutes ces choses (Lainé 1981: 48). 
‘Of course, Pomme did not really say all these things to herself.’ See also Lainé 1981: 60, 98. 
4 Elle et sa mère habitent maintenant la banlieue de Paris, quelque part du côté de Suresnes 
ou d’Asnières (Lainé 1981: 52). ‘She and her mother now live in the Paris suburbs, 
somewhere near Suresnes or Asnières.’ The joke is repeated on p.67. 
5 Elle était cette fois-là comme les autres le sujet d’un de ces tableaux de genre (...). Elle était 
Lingère, Porteuse d’eau, ou Dentellière (Lainé 1981: 46). ‘She was this time like all the 
others the subject of a genre painting. She was a Washerwoman, a Water-carrier, or 
Lacemaker.’ The reference is principally to Vermeer’s ‘De kantwerkster’ (‘The Lacemaker’), 
1669-70, Paris, Louvre. 
6 Aimery commençait l’éducation de Pomme (Lainé 1981: 87). ‘Aimery began Pomme’s 
education.’ See p.88 for the excursions. 
7 ‘It looks like a Renoir painting, it’s almost the same light, but the boatmen have been 
changed into motorcyclists. And they’re quietly playing chess.’ 
8 ‘La Balançoire’ (‘The Swing’), 1876, Paris, Musee d’Orsay. 
9 It is an even more complex reference, as it happens, because the same short story had been 
adapted to film by Goretta, with the title Le Jour de Noces [The Wedding Day] (Switzerland, 
1970). The sequence analyzed here begins with a shot of a wedding. 
10 "Que c’est beau", dit Pomme. Et elle ajouta: "On dirait une carte de géographie." Aimery 
répondit quelque chose qui commençait par "la mer, la mer toujours recommencée...", ce qui 
n’était pas mieux (Lainé 1981: 88). ‘"It’s so beautiful", said Pomme. And she added, "it’s like 
a map". Aimery answered with something which began "the sea, the sea, always the sea...", 
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which was not much better.’ The point here is that Valéry’s poem refers to the 
Mediterranean, which undermines Aimery’s use of it in the context of the Channel. 
11 See Avant-Scène 1981: 22. 
12 Parlons-en de l’amour ! Tu te conduis avec Béatrice comme un patron justement. Elle ne 
va plus, alors tu la congédies (Lainé 1981 : 50). ‘Let’s talk about love ! You are behaving 
like an employer towards Béatrice. She no longer fits the bill, so you are sacking her.’ 
13 She is nominalized at one point as ce silence qui vivait à côté de lui (Lainé 1981: 100). 
‘That silence which lived beside him.’ 
14 Le mystère de Pomme, il le mettrait à sa mesure (Lainé 1981: 83. ‘The mystery which was 
Pomme, he would bring her to his measure.’; cette si parfaite, inentamable clôture (Lainé 
1981: 56. ‘This perfect, impenetrable closure.’; and, especially, une opacité sans défaut, 
comme un bijou dont la perfection eût été de n’avoir point d’éclat./ Et les efforts d’Aimery 
pour se saisir de Pomme, pour y déposer des couleurs (...), échouaient (...). La jeune fille 
était d’une pâte facilement malléable, mais avec la propriété de perdre aussitôt l’empreinte 
qu’on y avait faite. A la moindre inattention de lui, elle redevenait une sphère parfaitement 
blanche (Lainé 1981: 89-90. ‘A faultless opacity, like a jewel whose perfection would have 
been to be without brilliance. And Aimery’s efforts to seize Pomme, to impress his colours, 
failed. The girl was made of an easily malleable paste, but it had the property of immediately 
losing the impression made in it. As soon as he paid less attention to her, she became once 
more a perfectly white sphere.’ 
15 ‘Symbolize(s) his own vanishing and punctiform bar in the illusion of the consciousness of 
seeing oneself see oneself’ (Lacan 1994: 83). 
16 ‘He who looks is always led by the painting to lay down his gaze’ (Lacan 1994: 109). 
17 ‘Any picture is a trap for the gaze (...). It is in seeking the gaze in each of (a painting’s) 
points that you will see it disappear’ (Lacan 1994: 89). 
18 ‘Appears at that moment as something other than it seemed, or rather it now seems to be 
that something else’ (Lacan 1994: 112). 
19 My translation of un facteur de vérité, de démenti (Bonitzer 1985: 35). 
20 An abridged version of this paper was given at the conference on intermediality at the 
University of Bradford, 29 January 2000. 
